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Abstract
The growing interest in the issue of gender equality in the past few decades ranks this topic
among the main themes of various research and reflection.There does not seem to be much
agreement between the numerous studies, which in itself makes it difficult to understand them and
again raises questions about the interpretation of fundamental Christian doctrines. In light of the
existing and offered considerations, we believe that biblical texts, such as Galatians 3:28 (“There
is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus”),
have encouraged women to stand up for their equality in the Church and society. However, because
action requires understanding of the biblical texts, in this paper we have tried to “demythologize”
this topic.
Keywords: gender equality, biblical equality, discrimination, women rights, Orthodox
Church, Scripture.

Introduction
One of the great challenges today is to distinguish those aspects of our religious and
ideological tradition that contribute to the liberation of the human spirit as a thought for the
affirmation of the dignity of every human being. In this context, in the past few decades there has
been much discussion on the issue of women’s equality in Republic of North Macedonia. Some
find a “violation of women rights” even by the Orthodox Church. Indeed, an Orthodox woman
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cannot become a priestess, she cannot enter the altar,1 and similar restrictions. Yes, seemingly that
is discrimination. But is it really so? Is there really discrimination against women by the Orthodox
Church?
To answer these questions precisely, we will first consider the national policy in the
Republic of North Macedonia regarding the issue of discrimination against women on religious
grounds, and then we will present the teachings of the Orthodox Church regarding the issue of the
place and role of the woman in the Church and in the society according to which the Macedonian
Orthodox Church is governed.

What is meant by Discrimination Against Women on Religious Grounds according to the
Legal System in the Republic of North Macedonia?
The status of the Orthodox Church according to the Macedonian legal system was
differentiated as a result of a decision of the Constitutional Court, adopted in 1996. The submitters
of the initiative sought protection of freedom and the rights of women who have been discriminated
against in concluding church marriage, because the ceremony of marriage in church creates a
psychological trauma of female: the priest preaches that woman is equal to the husband, but she
always has to submit to the husband. In that sense, according to the submitters of the initiative, the
speech of the priest was contrary to the positive legal norms because such an attitude deprived the
constitutional rights of women.
In relation to this initiative, the Constitutional Court of the Republic of North Macedonia,
citing Article 19 of the Constitution, as well as the Law on Citizens' Associations and Foundations,
decided to reject the request with the following explanation:
The church and certain principles and norms deriving from religious books are separated
from the state and the positive legal order of the state, i.e. the Constitutional Court is not
competent to assess the constitutionality of sermons and religious books, nor is it
competent to decide whether those books and sermons are considered discriminatory by
some of the believers, given the constitutional provision for freedom of religion. 2

1

The altar (sanctuary) is the area behind an iconostasis in the Orthodox Church.
Тања Каракамишева, Александар Спасеновски, Право и религија, (Скопје: Фондација Конрад Аденауер во
Република Северна Македонија и Правен факултет “Јустинијан Први”, Скопје 2020), 210-211. [Tanja
Karakamiseva, Aleksandar Spasenovski, Law and Religion, Skopje: Konrad Adenauer Foundation in the Republic of
Northern Macedonia and Faculty of Law “Iustinianus Primus,” Skopje 2020.
2
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In 2010, the Law on Prevention and Protection against Discrimination was adopted in the
Republic of Northern Macedonia, which “provides prevention and protection against
discrimination in the exercise of the rights guaranteed by the Constitution, law and ratified
international agreements” (Article 1). Article 3 of the Law lists the grounds for discrimination.
Articles 14 and 15 of the Law contain provisions on exceptions to discrimination relating to
different treatment on the grounds of gender, which are justified and will not be considered
discrimination. As exceptions to discrimination, the law states that the criteria such as religion,
belief, or gender, do not constitute discrimination if they are essential to the occupation taking
place in a religious institution. For example, allowing only boys to study for the priesthood would
not be considered as discrimination. 3 In the new Law on Prevention and Protection against
Discrimination of 2019, the provisions on exceptions to discrimination relating to different
treatment on the basis of religion are not specified, but are generally presumed in Article 7,
paragraph 2, which states that different treatment of persons on one of the discriminatory grounds
due to the type of the occupation is not taken as discrimination.4
Currently, the National Policy for Promotion of Gender Equality of the Government of the
Republic of North Macedonia, among other provisions, emphasizes the need to acquaint women
with their fundamental human rights, and especially with the rights arising from the International
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), as
well as the ways of exercising and protecting those rights.5 According to this Convention, the term
“discrimination against women” shall mean any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the
basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment,
or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of equality of men and women,
of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil, or any
other field. The Convention states:
In the lives of many European women, religion continues to play an important role. In fact,
whether they are believers or not, most women are affected in one way or another by the
attitude of different faiths towards women, directly or through their traditional influence
Закон за спречување и заштита од дискриминација, Службен весник, бр. 50/2010 [Law on Prevention and
Protection against Discrimination, / “Official Gazette”, no. 50/2010]:
https://mtsp.gov.mk/WBStorage/Files/diskriminacija_konsolidiran.pdf. Accessed on 01.07.2021.
4
Закон за спречување и заштита од дискриминација, Службен весник на Република Северна Македонија,
бр.101/2019 [Law on Prevention and Protection against Discrimination “Official Gazette of the Republic of North
Macedonia”, no. 101/2019]: https://www.mtsp.gov.mk/content/pdf/zakoni/2019/27,5Zakon%20za%20zastita%20od%20diskriminacija.pdf. Accessed on 10.07.2021.
5
https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/CEDAW/C/MKD/FCO/6. Accessed on 05.07.2021.
3
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on society or the State. This influence is seldom benign: women’s rights are often curtailed
or violated in the name of religion... All women living in Council of Europe member states
have a right to equality and dignity in all areas of life. Freedom of religion must not be
accepted as a pretext for justifying violations of women’s rights, be they open, subtle, legal
or illegal, practiced with or without the nominal consent of the victims – women. It is the
duty of the member states of the Council of Europe to protect women against violations of
their rights in the name of religion and to promote and fully implement gender equality.
States must not accept any religious or cultural relativism of women’s human rights. 6
According to the annual reports of the Committee for Equal Opportunities for Women and Men,
in the Republic of North Macedonia so far there has been no report of any case of violation of
women's rights by the Macedonian Orthodox Church.

The Place and Role of Women in the Church and Society According to the Teaching of the
Orthodox Church
It is important to further emphasize the teaching of the Orthodox Church on the issue of
the place and role of women in the Church and society. In this regard, we must first understand
that the concept of biblical equality, based on biblical testimony of God's impartiality and mercy,
is different from the concept of equality in feminist ideology that aims to change cultural and
philosophical factors. Biblical equality refers to the Bible-based belief that gender neither
privileges nor diminishes the gift of the believer to serve in the Church and in the family.
Concerning the spiritual gifts, they are understood as a privilege, but much more as a responsibility
of believers. It is a belief that all people are equal before God. Everyone has an equal responsibility
to use their gifts and to fulfill their calling to the glory of God. God freely calls believers and gives
them different roles and services regardless of their class, gender or race. That is biblical equality.
In the beginning…
It is crucial to return to the universal, to the overall plan for human destiny in analyzing the
differences between masculine and feminine. Without the metaphysical and without returning to
the very beginning, we can never fully understand the human being. There will always be
something that cannot be reduced to history and pure phenomenology. Men and women have to
be observed in the fullness that arises from their mutual complementarity.

6

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cedaw.aspx accessed on 05. 07. 2021.
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According to Pavel Evdokimov, the creation of Adam (in Hebrew ’adam is to be
understood in a collective sense, “mankind”) is the creation of humans as both male and female
(Gen. 1:27) that is, the creation of male and female entities in their original, still indistinguishable
unity. The biblical narrative clearly shows that these two sides are inseparable to such an extent
that the male or female human being, taken separately and seen as themselves, do not represent a
complete human being, but only the half that is separated from its complementary element. 7
Therefore, the creation of Eve proves to be a great confirmation of the one essence of the
complementary principles of the human being: man-woman, the first archetype of every human. 8
The first words addressed by the male to his female companion, the first statement uttered
by the husband to his wife: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23)
indicates that Eve has been separated from Adam. This means that when Adam was called to life
by the act of God, Adam already contained his constituent part, his “other half”–Eve. According
to Metropolitan Anthony Bloom, God created a complete indivisible human (anthropos)
containing both male and female. Such a person, having reached maturity, is divided into two
essences for a more perfect blossoming, which is expressed in the birth of Eve. 9
The man identifies himself in complete integrity within the woman, but at the same time,
he recognizes himself as different from her. She is the other who is similar to him. They are
different, but of one flesh (Gen. 2:21), humankind called to dialogue and creativity in mutual love
and obedience to God. The woman raised man’s awareness of his loneliness felt among the
inhuman creatures he had named. That is why God said: “It is not good that the man should be
alone; I will make him a helper as his partner.” (Gen. 2:18). According to these words of God, the
man was called to contribute to the humanization of the earth by relying on the help of the woman.
Without such help, he would not have been able to fulfil his assignment. The word “helper” (in
Hebrew, `ezer), which here defines the woman’s position in relation to man, does not imply

Павле Евдокимов, Жената и спасението на светот, христијанска антропологија за даровите на жените,
(Велес, 2001), 204-205. [Paul Evdokimov, Woman and the Salvation of the World: A Christian Anthropology on the
Charisms of Women.]
8
Carl Jung’s archetypes are called “organs of the soul.” They reside in the subconscious of the soul and antedate our
individuality since they essentially belong to the “collective unconscious” of the soul. The archetype of the “Mother”
in terms of formal structure (the Gestalt of modern Gestalt psychology) precedes all forms of “motherhood”. Thus,
the man-woman archetype, animus-anima, today remains intact and identical in the depths of our subconscious, just
as it was in the most remote times.
9
Elizabet Ber-Sizhel’, Sluzhenie zhenshhiny v cerkvi, (Moskva: Biblejsko-Bogoslovskij Institut sv. apostola Andreja,
2002), 7. [Elizabet Ber-Sizhel’, The ministry of a woman in the church,The Bible-Theological Institute of St. Apostle
Andrew Moscow, 2002].
7
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inferiority or subordination at all. This is evident from the many usages of this expression in the
Old Testament. Namely, in the Old Testament the word “`ezer” or “helper” is often used in
reference to Yahweh as the helper of the chosen people.
After the Fall...
The fall of man instilled the poisons of sad knowledge. Separation from God caused a rift
in the human being. The chasm breaks through the original oneness, the totality of “face-to-face.”
It dissects the unity and externalizes its components.
From the moment of the fall, the male-female unity became polarized and filled with
attraction or rejection. The terms conveying community transform into expressions of polarization:
“I am my own person, and he is his own.” The distortion of the relationship objectifies everything
and turns everything into an object. As soon as the community breaks, the mentality of the superior
and the subordinate takes form. The human being falls away from the sight of God, so when
compared to God, man is in the shadows. He enters his shadowy night. God called to the man:
“Where are you?” (Gen. 3:9). 10 All relationships now bear an element of alienation and distance.
The “face-to-face” interaction is forever lost now. From that moment on and throughout human
history, man would start asking his fellow human beings the same question over and over again:
“Where are you?”
The words of God, addressed to each one individually, attest to this change in the deep
structures of the human nature: “To the woman he said” (Gen. 3:16) and “And to the man he said”
(Gen. 3:17). The statement of this Biblical revelation indicates that the distinction between
masculine and feminine is not only a physiological or psychological problem but also a spiritual
one. It stems from the fundamental mystery in which the entire human being is shrouded.

An Ontological View on Equality between Man and Woman
Gen. 1:26-28 and Gal. 3:28 establish the full equality of males and females in terms of
status, worth, and dignity. Complementary roles in marriage and church leadership are not thought
to contradict this principle of ontological equality. There is no longer male and female, there is no
longer Jew or Greek in Christ (Ecce homo, “behold the man”) (Gal. 3:28). It means that there is

10

Evdokimov, op. cit., 214-215.

OCCASIONAL PAPERS ON RELIGION IN EASTERN EUROPE (AUGUST 2021) XLI, 6

107

no exclusion in Christ, but all humankind and every individual find themselves again in Christ.
According to Evdokimov, “this is the universal Archetype of humanity, the second Adam, who
embodies the totality of humankind, just as the first Adam, before the creation of Eve, embodied
both male and female indistinguishably.” 11 Furthermore, complete equality between man and
woman can be seen through the general vocation to worship. Man (human being) is created to
transcend himself/herself in communion with God. No virtue can identify God’s image in man. It
determines the dynamic orientation of a person in the direction of transcendence, in which a person
finds their goal. The Church Fathers resolutely extended this vision to all humankind as a whole.
It refers to the anthropos, created in the image of God: “One God and Father of all, who is above
all, and through all, and in you all.” (Eph. 4:6). The original nature of the human couple is
completely revealed in the fullness of the grace of Christ the Savior to both men and women. All
human beings, both men and women, are called to strive to rise to the level of God. They are called
to be in communion in the Holy Spirit with the God-Man, Who through His incarnation received
in Himself all humankind, without excluding any human hypostasis, but opening the possibility
for all human beings to regain their unity in Him. This spiritual and eschatological perspective
underlines the unity and primary identity of men and women.
The Church Fathers, including St Basil the Great, St Gregory the Theologian, and St
Clement of Alexandria, reject any hierarchical understanding of the relationship between men and
women. For example, St Gregory the Theologian expressed this conviction in his famous dictum:
“One Creator of man and woman, one clay, both one image; one law for them both, one death, one
resurrection.“ 12 St Basil the Great expressed a similar opinion on this issue, saying: “the natures
are alike of equal honor, the virtues are equal, the struggles equal, the judgment alike.” 13 St
Clement of Alexandria stated that “beings who have the same life, grace and salvation are called
to the same manner of being.” 14 Because these saints lived and worked in an extremely patriarchal
society, their statements were nothing short of radical. However, for some Church Fathers the
subordination of women in the family and in society corresponds to the law of nature. Of course,
the mutual love shed in the radiance of God’s mercy softens the rigidity of this rule. In their view,
the spiritual order can be transformed and a Christian woman can spiritually lead and bring her

11

Pavle Evdokimov, op. cit., 336.
Grigoriĭ Nazianzin, Besedy, 37, 6 [Grigoriĭ Nazianzin,, Sermons, 37,6]
13
St Basil the Great, On The Human Condition, (St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2005), 45.
14
Kliment Aleksandriĭskiĭ, Pedagog, 1, 4. [Kliment Aleksandriĭskiĭ, Pedagogue]
12
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husband to faith. Finally, by choosing to be completely devoted to God and putting herself in an
eschatological perspective, the woman establishes a pious and dignified relationship with her
father or husband.
In addition to the abovementioned, in his Preface to Elizabeth Ber-Siegel’s book, entitled
The Ministry of Women in the Church, Metropolitan Anthony Bloom responds to those who
dispute the biblical teaching on equality between men and women, saying:
In society and in the Church, we are used to giving women a secondary place, thus making
their social condition, in antiquity as well as in our own time, the basis of a theology that,
it seems to me, has its roots in Genesis 3. We forget, is it a Freudian slip, the creation of
the total Man, undifferentiated, which contains all masculinity and all femininity. In this
unique Man (anthropos), masculinity and femininity attain a maturity that requires for the
perfect development and fulfilment the separation into two entities at the moment of Eve’s
birth. We too easily forget that God created Eve for Adam so she would be a “partner”, not
a subordinate. She was to be his “half”. […] When he saw her, Adam proclaimed both his
difference from her and the fact they were one. The Churches that call themselves
“traditional” never cease referring to the fact that in Christ God showed himself as man
(male) and they forget that he is the total and perfect Man (anthropos) who contains and
reveals the totality of the human being and not just the “virile” side for “what he did not
assume, He did not save.
As for the continual reference to the humility of the Mother of God, to her absence, always
“standing back,” this reference makes us easily forget that without her giving of herself the
incarnation would have been as impossible as without the will of God. Twice, Mary had a properly
priestly ministry: once when she carried her son who was destined to be sacrificed to the Lord and
once when, at the foot of the cross, she completed the offering by uniting her will, in a heroic
abandoning of self, to the will of the heavenly father and to that of the Son of God who by her had
become the Son of Man and the sacrificial Lamb.” 15
The Calling of a Woman is not on the Level of Society but of Humanity
Destined to procreate, protect, and be the source of life and the wellspring of holiness, the
woman sees at her side the man from whom she is bride, wife and mother. As “the glory of man,”
according to St Paul (1 Cor. 11:7), she is, in her luminous purity, like a mirror that reflects the
man’s countenance, reveals it to himself, and thereby corrects it. Through an intuition, woman has
the gift of entering directly into the life of another. She has the spontaneous, immediate ability to

15

Elizabet Ber-Sizhel’, op. cit., 7.
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grasp the intangible in the human person. Through this ability, she helps man to understand himself
and actualize the meaning of his own being.
This is the entire dialectics of spiritual motherhood. St Peter’s words (1 Peter 3:4), spoken
to women, embody the gospel of femininity. They accurately define her essential charism: to give
birth to the “hidden person (man) of the heart.” Man is more likely to be interested only in his own
cause. The maternal instinct, on the other hand, like the one shown at the wedding in Cana,
immediately reveals that the spirit of human beings is thirsty, and the woman finds the Eucharistic
source to quench their thirst.
The mysterious relationship between “mother and child” excludes any objectification and
makes us realize that the woman is the one who nourishes her human form as her own child.
Woman sees an absolute value in the human form, and through this, she humanizes and
personalizes the world.
Most Holy Theotokos – “Mother of All the Living”
Although Eve is known as the “mother of all the living,” the writer of Genesis, who gave
her this particular name in a prophetic vision, foresaw infinitely more than just a biological
extension, much more than “the seal of promised grace” and the expectation that from this seed
“the queen in gold of Ophir” (Ps. 44:9) would be born. Just like Adam, the Mother of God, the
new Eve, embraces all humankind. Her flesh, which she gave to her Son, is that of “the mother of
all living” (Gen. 3:20). “Here is your mother,” Christ said to apostle John, and thus humanity
rediscovered its mother. She embraces the entire universe with the grace of her motherly care
because she carries the universe within herself and gives birth to it for the ages of the Holy Spirit.
“And one only is the Virgin Mother. I love to call her the Church,” said Clement of Alexandria. 16
The second Eve was proclaimed “Theotokos” at the Third Ecumenical Council at Ephesus
in 431. The one who gave birth to the Eternal God, the one who gave human life to the Eternal
Living, is herself immortal. This is why Eve is magnificently called Life (Gen. 3:20). We can now
understand why the woman received the message of salvation. The good news message is given
to a woman; the risen Christ makes His first appearance to a woman, and “a woman clothed with
the sun” (Rev. 12:1) signifies the New Jerusalem.

16

PG 8: 300.
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The Holy Scriptures elevate women as a religious element of human nature. The woman
represents the mouth of humanity through which the humble response of “let it be with me” of the
servant of the Lord becomes the answer to the creative “let there be” of the heavenly Father. The
woman is this liberating exclamation “Amen” of all humankind that in the act of incarnation
became the necessary human foundation. 17 This is a Christian response to the woman question.
Here the woman is absolutely in the foreground. And it is in this sense that we understand Nicholas
Berdyaev’s words when he speaks of “the infinitely important leading role of women in the history
of tomorrow, in the religious revival of our time.” 18
In his Homily on the Annunciation, Nicholas Cabasilas sums up the patristic teaching:
The incarnation of the Word was the work not only of the Father, of His Power and His
Spirit but also of the will and faith of the Virgin. For, just as, without those Three, it would
have been impossible for this question to be implemented, so also, if the All-Pure One had
not offered her will and faith, this design could not possibly have been brought to fruition.
Having in this way taught and persuaded her, God made her His Mother and borrowed
flesh from her with her knowledge and consent, so that, just as He was conceived
voluntarily, it might equally come about for His Mother that she should conceive
voluntarily and become His Mother willingly and by her own free decision. 19
It implies that the Virgin Mary does not have a passive role in the Incarnation. She
represents the people of God from both the Old and New Testaments, who, filled with faith, hope
and love, accept the Word of God. Therefore, the Mother of God does not appear as a model only
for women and an archetype of female humility. Ontologically, yet not psychologically, her
humility is the humility of humanity before the face of God.
The liturgical epithets (titles) given to the Mother of God express the “fullness” of grace
that she had assumed: “Queen of Heaven,” “Heavenly Gate,” “Heaven,” “the Temple of God,”
and “the one who broke the chains of sin.” “The world was created to be sanctified in the Virgin
Mary and this universal destiny has already been fulfilled. She is the arch-image of the world.” 20
This universal dimension is strongly emphasized in the hymns of the Church. The Virgin Mary is
“the Gate of salvation to the world.” “You are exceedingly blessed, O Virgin Theotokos, for Hades
has been taken captive by him who was incarnate of you. Adam was recalled, the curse was
abolished, Eve was delivered, death was put to death and we were given life.” (Divine service,
17

Evdokimov, op. cit., 228.
Cit. Evdokimov, 230.
19
Cit. Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, (New York; St Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
1976), 141.
20
Evdokimov, op. cit., 315.
18
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Doxology). By giving flesh to Christ, His mother became his “family.” 21 The liturgical texts
constantly repeat that in the flesh she had given to Christ, all human beings began to participate in
the divine nature of the Word. The Virgin Hodegetria (She who leads) 22 leads the Church into the
human sphere; she is “Our lady of the Way.”
The Woman is called into the World to Fulfil Her Royal Priesthood According to Her Charism
In the concrete human existence, it is the individual gifts and charisms that determine the
specific reality of each person–his or her calling. These gifts and charisms place each individual
in their typological act. Both man and woman were created in the image and likeness of God (Gen.
1:26). And “to be in the image” indicates our original charismatic nature and dynamism: the image
contains the indestructible presence of grace, inherent to the essence of humans. This implies that
both man and woman are charismatic, spirit-bearing creatures who are to respond to this call as
liturgical beings. 23
The tradition referring to the different charisms of the two forms of priesthood (the
common priesthood of believers and the ministerial priesthood) 24 is deep-rooted and never subject
to confusion. It affirms the natural equality of all: all are, above all, equal members of the people
of God. Within this equality, functional differentiation is created in regard to the specific gifts and
services. Christ is the High Priest, but everyone else is also a priest by partaking of His priesthood.
Within the framework of the priesthood of believers, some of them are ordained as bishops and
presbyters. The common priesthood of the believers and the ministerial priesthood are inter nally
dependent and represent the two ways of participating in the unique priesthood of Christ. The
divine origin of these two forms of priesthood places each one of them in the sacramental
charismatic economy.
Chrismation consecrates every believer and, following Christian tradition, integrates each
believer into the priesthood, into the priestly ministry as a mediator with the cosmos, the world
21

While every believer is of the same blood as Christ in the Eucharistic unity, the Virgin Mary is more intimately
connected through her motherly relationship.
22
Virgin Hodegetria (“she who leads”) is an iconographic depiction of the Virgin Mary as the one who shows the
way (Our Lady of the Way).
23
Every individual enters the service of the whole community according to the measure of his or her gift: “Now there
are varieties of gifts […] and there are varieties of services […] To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for
the common good.” (1 Cor. 12:4-8).
24
While the body of the Church is composed according to the church order and each function is regulated by
disciplinary canons, there is also an invisible part, incapable of form and organization (kingly priesthood). So, the
Church has two aspects: an institution and an event. Both are internally dependent and complement each other. The
Church, as an event, happens continuously but always within the Church as an institution.
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outside the Church. 25 St. Macarius of Egypt spoke of the dignity and nobility of priesthood of all
believers in his homilies: “Christianity, then, is no ordinary thing. This mystery is great. Recognise
therefore thy nobility, that thou art called to kingly dignity, a chosen generation, a royal priesthood,
and a holy nation.” 26 In terms of salvation, St. Theodore the Studite stated that everyone becomes
their own priest. 27 St. John of Damascus called the Theotokos “a precious ointment, when it is
poured out upon the garments” and saw the charism of her humility as a form of her royal
priesthood.28
Hence, the solution to the question of the priesthood of women lies in the charism. In
Orthodox iconography, Virgin Mary is often represented wearing an omophorion,29 but that is only
a sign of her maternal protection, without any trace of priestly powers. She does not look like a
bishop in any way. According to Orthodox teaching, the priesthood of orders is part of the
masculine function of witnessing. Bishops attest to the validity of the sacraments, and have the
power to celebrate them. They possess the charism of watching over the purity of the tradition,
and exercise pastoral authority. But the ministry of woman does not lie in functions; it resides in
her nature. The ministry of orders does not belong to her charisms.
The Call of Woman to Marriage as a Sacrament
If a woman is ontically 30 aligned to the Church, this relationship requires universal value
and meaning, but only if the man is similarly ontically aligned to Christ. They both achieve the
proposed task in a mutually internal connection. Thus, what a woman is called upon to do in the
world is not just a cooperative or supportive effort that is pragmatically useful and justified: what
forms the body of the kingly priesthood is the creation of a whole new reality of masculinity and
femininity.
Therefore, the unity of matrimony cannot be justified by itself, because it is not a unity that
is completed only in the earthly life. It is a unity that transcends the conditions of this world and
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opens up to the ages to come. Because of this openness, St. Paul said that “marriage is a great
mystery” (Ephesians 5:32). Or as St. John Chrysostom said: “When a husband and wife are united
in marriage, they no longer seem like something earthly, but rather like the image of God
Himself.”31 Marriage represents the Kingdom of God, and only the anticipated presence of the
Kingdom justifies it. According to the Bible, a woman is not a “helper” but the one who
“corresponds” to man. The daughter of God stands before the Son of God, face to face. They
complement each other. “In the Lord,” said St. Paul, “woman is not independent of man or man
independent of woman.” (1 Cor. 11:11).
However, there is no use of applying the analogies of the complementarity of man and
woman without considering the opposites. As human beings, created in the image of God, men
and women do not “complete” each other like the parts of a whole, the parts of a mechanism, or
entities of one body. Ultimately, this last example that the apostle Paul used to point out the unity
in the Church of those baptized in Christ must be complemented and put in perspective of Christian
personalism. From this perspective, every human being, man or woman, represents the unique
totality and virtuality of a complete intimacy with God.
The difference between men and women is impossible to define in a quantitative
psychological sense: it is the absence or presence of one or another degree of development of
certain abilities or behavioral styles. The presence or development of one quality does not interact
with the absence of another quality and vice versa. This means that we cannot claim that men and
women “complement each other” because women are more intuitive and sensitive than men, and
men are more thoughtful and courageous than women–stereotypes that are present in modern
society. Created by the Logos and within Him, men and women are primarily verbal beings. They
communicate with God and among each other. They are called to cooperate and help each other
develop their personalities, and this dialogue, in a moment of grace, when “the hearts speak to
each other,” reaches its peak in the silence of inexpressible unity. This unity is neither a union of
parts, nor an intertwining denying all differences, but a mutual gift and a complete acceptance of
the other.
Hence, the marriage bond is human to the extent that in it and through it there is a meeting
of individuals who respect and love each other and acknowledge equal dignity: “This at last is
bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23). Adam’s ecstatic cry before Eve’s eyes
31
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reflects the identity of the nature of man and woman. Through a unique destiny and equal dignity,
identity does not mean denial, but a recognition of gender differences in personal relationships.
In order to understand a woman’s call to marriage, we need to keep in mind that faith is
never just an intellectual consent, but also the loyalty of one person to the other Person. When I
love and completely surrender, I do something utterly different from submission. I hear the voice
of my own inner depth, and the question of “submission” is no longer applicable. For instance,
Christ did not submit himself to the Law, he fulfilled it, and by fulfilling it, he transformed it. For
the marriage to be called a sacrament, it must have this fulfilling and transformative quality.
We can now better understand Paul’s famous “submission” of women to men–an idea that
has been so often abused throughout history. It is not a matter of pure and simple submission when
the physically weaker woman is submissive to the physically stronger man (a general factual
statement set as a norm). St. Paul suggests a mutual submission when he says that wives should
submit to their husbands as the Church submits to Christ (Eph. 5:22-24) only when the husband,
“out of reverence to Christ,” is ready to give himself up for his wife.
Here “submission” occurs only when there is a complete, mutual self-surrender, and this
ought to be understood from the perspective of the Kingdom of God. On the other hand, when
relationships reach such a heavenly echo, they are no longer subject to the letter of the law. In this
spirit-bearing (pneumatophoros) love, submission as law no longer means anything. Once it is
overcome, he or she becomes “totally the other” in the Kingdom, for “where the Spirit of the Lord
is, there is freedom.” (2 Cor. 3:17).32

The Relationship of the Lord Jesus Christ to Women during His Earthly Life
During his life on earth, the Lord Jesus Christ did not act as a reformer of the traditional
social practices. He did not waste his time and energy on disrespecting the local traditions. He was
much more concerned with the inner change of humans and the purification of the heart that open
the Kingdom’s gates. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt. 3:2)–these words are
the essence of his message. Christ demonstrated a certain freedom from prejudices and taboos,
especially with regard to women. He did not look at women through the prism of tradition and
culture, but as God sees them. He encouraged women to take on roles and lifestyles that at the time
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were considered to be “masculine.” The women he met were mainly engaged in housework. For
example, Christ praises Mary of Bethany, who left her household to listen to His instruction (Luke
10:38-42). There are also examples of brave women who followed him into Galilee.
Christ’s instructions sometimes contain admonitions addressed to the rich, or scribes and
Pharisees, but there is not a single admonition recorded in the Gospel that is addressed directly to
women. Such admonitions would appear later with St. Paul, who was busy organizing the church
life in the early Christian communities. Christ was concerned with only one important thing–the
call given to all, both men and women, to enter the kingdom of heaven. There is no difference
between the confession of Martha, which precedes the resurrection of Lazarus (John 11:27), and
the confession of Peter, which is recorded in the other Gospels.
Christ fully accepted the socially constructed demands upon men in this particular
historical epoch. However, the values hHe cherished most highly, like meekness, humility (Matt.
11:29), forgiveness and non-violence (Matt. 5) were deemed feminine within the cultural context.
He sought these values in his followers, both men and women. Unlike men, who were usually
taught to show courage and suppress their emotions, Christ did not try to suppress his own
emotions. He cried over the loss of his friend (John 11:34-35). Deprived of any attempt at
dominance and governance, his relationship with women is also unusual. To the hypocritical praise
of female chastity, which is only required of women but not of men, and to the cruelty and
contempt shown for harlots and adulteresses, Christ, reminding all humankind of their sinful
condition, responds by saying: “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a
stone at her.” (John 8:7).
Christ heals all people making no difference between the crippled woman (Luke 13:10-13)
and the paralyzed man (Matt. 9:2). What is more incredible with regards to the cultural context is
his serious conversations with women. He allows women to ask him questions as in the story about
the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s Well (John 4) or the Canaanite woman (Matt. 15: 21 -28). His
dialogue with these women proved to be fruitful. Jesus reveals to the Samaritan woman the
revolutionary secret of worship “in spirit and truth” (John 4:23-24), and in his slightly ironic
conversation with the Canaanite woman, one can sense the message that the Gospel shall be
revealed to the Gentiles.
Christ’s attitude towards women shows that he did not support the prevailing patriarchal
stereotypes. At times his attitude towards women even shocks his audience; people respond with
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resentment, bitterness, and a touch of irony. For example, Christ did not reject the woman sinner
who was washing his feet with her tears, wiping them with the hairs of her head and kissing his
feet. He accepted this woman’s faith and love, unlike the cold-hearted Pharisee Simon, the host of
the house where this event took place. Christ simply said to the woman: “Your faith has saved you,
go in peace!” (Luke 7:36-50).
Both men and women are Christ’s closest friends. Among his disciples “whom Jesus
loved,” like Peter, Jacob and John, there are also Martha and Mary of Bethany, and Mary
Magdalene, who on the first resurrection morning would recognize the sound of his voice at the
utterance of her name.
In Christ’s final words to his disciples, to further comfort them about his leaving them, he
relates their personal suffering to the joy of childbirth (John 16:21-22). This is the image of joy
that shall come after the present sorrow in the ages to come. Just as the call to enter the Kingdom
through the Lord Jesus Christ as its door, so the promise of the Spirit is given to all, both men and
women. “All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women,
including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.” (Acts 1:14). This is how the first
Christian community and the beginning of the Church is depicted in the Gospel. The fulfilment of
Joel’s prophesy is embraced in Peter’s usage of it on the Day of Pentecost: “‘In the last days it will
be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters
shall prophesy […] Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my
Spirit; and they shall prophesy.” (Acts 2:17-18, Joel 2:28-29).
Apostle Paul’s Teaching on the Place and Role of Women in the Church and Society
Apostle Paul is often quoted by those who accuse the Christian Church of preaching the
subordination of women to men and to a certain extent, of canonizing such submissiveness. The
accusation is based on several passages from his epistles, which are taken out of context and
contradict the apostle’s general perception of the Church as a koinonia–a community of all men
and women who through the Holy Spirit in the sacrament of baptism are baptized in Christ’s death
in order to become participants in his resurrection.
The main subject of the “accusation” is the Epistle to the Ephesians (5:22 -32), where St.
Paul makes an analogy between the communion of spouses and the communion of Christ with the
Church. Also, references are made to the First Epistle to the Corinthians (11:3-15), particularly the
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verses about the hierarchy descending from God to man and from man to woman, and about his
infamous command: “women should be silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak,
but should be subordinate, as the law also says.” (1 Cor. 14:34). This is, also, reproduced in the
First Epistle to Timothy: “Let a woman learn in silence with full submission. I permit no woman
to teach or to have authority over a man. For Adam was formed first, then Eve.” (1 Tim. 2:11 -13).
A detailed exegesis of these biblical verses is beyond the scope of this paper, although the
specificity of these verses needs to be underlined. It is very likely that these verses served as a
pastoral encouragement for the local community that St. Paul intended to evangelize. These men
and women were baptized into Christ, but they still had to learn how to lead a life worthy of the
calling to which they have been summoned by Christ “with all humility and gentleness, with
patience, bearing with one another in love” (Ephesians 4:2). This is especially true in terms of
marriage and matrimonial unity. This sphere of a Christian life, like any other, should be
illuminated with the radiance of Christ’s mystery. That is why, marriage counselling is preceded
by a general admonition which should be understood in the light of the following verses: “but be
filled with the Spirit, as you sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs among yourselves […]
giving thanks to God the Father at all times and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus
Christ. Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.” (Eph. 5:19-21). By omitting this
introduction, we risk distorting the entire teaching of St. Paul about marriage. In an atmosphere of
joy and praise of the entire community in the Holy Spirit, who fulfils and unites all, the apostle
invites Christians to Eucharistic communion in which believers would express their gratitude to
God and mutually subject to one another in reverence for Christ, who, also, called for mutual
respect among people.
According to Apostle Paul, this mutual respect does not imply a perfectly harmonious
relationship between men and women. But should we not take into consideration the cultural
environment in which Christians lived at that time? It is a Judeo-Hellenistic environment in which
a woman’s subordination to her husband was at the core of family hierarchy. The preaching of the
Gospel brought a whole new spirit to that society. At the same time, the Gospel needed to
harmonize with that particular culture without disturbing it–a problem which was familiar to all
missionaries. St. Paul had to consider all the specifics of the local tradition, public opinion, and
historical conditions. The early Christians, often without reason, were accused of disturbing the
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public peace, and Apostle Paul himself acted cautiously to avoid anarchy and violence, carefully
showing that God is love “for God is a God not of disorder but of peace.” (I Cor. 14:33).
But the “economy” of people’s way of thinking whom Apostle Paul addresses in his letters,
usually and necessarily presupposes a hierarchy. Hence, his counsel, “Wives, be subject to your
husbands as you are to the Lord.” (Eph. 5:22). Here the phrase “be subject to” is a reminder of the
newly adopted doctrine. However, the analogy with Christ’s mystery introduces a new dynamic:
He gives the newly formed union between God and God’s people a form of marriage and makes
demands on men that were unthinkable among the Hebrews and the Greeks. Man must look to
Christ who sacrificed himself for the church. In other words, man–“the superior being in relation
to the woman,” according to ancient culture, must be prepared for self-denial for the sake of his
wife. He is obliged not to be a self-confident oppressor, but a liberator like Christ. Penetrating to
the core of male egoism and the conviction that men belong to the first sex, Apostle Paul expects
men to act like Christ in adopting the role of savior. St. Paul’s analogy with Christ does not imply
that men are the saviors of women. To be clearly understood, St Paul adds: “This is a great mystery,
and I am applying it to Christ and the church.” (Eph. 5:32). Both husband and wife have one
Savior–the Lord Jesus Christ.
Regarding Apostle Paul’s teaching about husbands and wives as recorded in 1 Corinthians
11:3-15, it is clear that this is a matter of respecting the customs accepted in the local community.
The wife is required to cover her head so as to preserve the honour of her husband. This socially
conditioned requirement is difficult to understand and undergoes a variety of interpretations that
establish the following hierarchy: “a man is the image and reflection of God” (I Cor. 11:7), and
his calling is to radiate this glory to those of his own kind for whom he appears as a mediator.
However, in order to balance and correct this hierarchical structure in accordance with Christian
teaching, the apostle adds: “Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man or man
independent of woman. For just as woman came from man [allusion to Gen. 2], so man comes
through woman; but all things come from God.” (I Cor. 11:11-12). Thus, the need for mutual
support between man and woman is proclaimed, and their mutual complementarity in differences
is like a circular motion that excludes any thought of ontological subordination. 33
Apostle Paul’s words addressed to women, “to be silent in the churches” (I Cor. 14:34),
are not intended to force women to remain silent in the congregations of believers, as it was often
33
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claimed in prevailing interpretations because this statement would be in contradiction to the
eleventh chapter of this Epistle. How could Apostle Paul, on the one hand, encourage women to
dress appropriately when praying or prophesying in the church (I Cor. 11:5) but on the other hand
prevent them from speaking? St. John Chrysostom believed that the instructions in verses 34-35
were designed to prohibit nuisance chatter from the women during church gatherings. 34
It seems that in the sermon of Apostle Paul there are moments of pedagogical adaptation
and unwillingness to violate the social norms of the local community “in order to deny an
opportunity to those who want an opportunity” (II Cor. 11:12). In this context there was no
prohibition on women to engage in literary creativity in the field of worship. Many biblical hymns
were sung by women and became an integral part of the church service. For example, the hymn of
the Most Holy Theotokos: “My soul glorifies the Lord,” recorded in the Gospel of Luke, is sung
daily in the Orthodox Church. The Song of Miriam, Moses’ sister, which was sung after the
crossing of the Red Sea, is an integral part of the Holy Saturday Divine Liturgy of St. Basil the
Great.35 The hymns written by a ninth-century abbess Kassia are also included in Orthodox Church
liturgical books and are sung on Christmas and during the Passion Week. Hymns are often
identified as anonymous, but Kassia is one of the few Byzantine women known to have written in
her own name. 36
In order to fully understand the abovementioned instructions of Apostle Paul, it is
necessary to put all his pastoral teachings revealed in his epistles in the context of his instruction
on the great enlightenment in the Church. First, he perceives the Church as the Body of Christ
whose members are equal in dignity and are one Body, and second, as a communion, the koinonia
of persons, united by the gift of the Holy Spirit which is received by every person. The Holy Spirit
unites the believers with Christ and with each other. They are different persons, but they
complement each other according to the economy of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. These two
definitions of the Church lead to the vision of triune unity and find their most perfect expression
in the proclamation of the Epistle to the Ephesians: “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you
were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father
of all, who is above all and through all and in all. But each of us was given grace according to the
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measure of Christ’s gift.” (Eph. 4:4-7). This is the true sobornost (togetherness, catholicity) of the
Church: oneness in Christ through the Holy Spirit of different persons and callings of everyone,
men or women.
In the spirit of this Trinitarian and personalist perspective, one can u nderstand the
baptismal hymn recorded in the Epistle to the Galatians: “As many of you as were baptized into
Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer
slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” (Gal. 3:2728). In Christ, through the Holy Spirit, all differences that exist between people cease to be
divisions that lead to inequality and enmity. In the Church, the disunity of humankind that occurred
as a result of falling away from God has been overcome. Filled with the life-giving energies of the
Holy Spirit, the Church represents a new society where both Jews and Greeks, men and women,
masters and slaves are re-connected in dialogue with one another through the Holy Spirit, enabling
all to speak and understand each other’s languages.
However, the Church, which has received the first fruits of the Holy Spirit, can only exist
in the blessed hope (Tit. 2:13). The apostle, aware of this conflict of two natures, concludes in
agony: “For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at
war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.”
(Rom. 7:22-23). It means that in our world, torn between the old and the new, the Church is built
as a society of new values; a society where social status becomes secondary and ultimately
irrelevant. It is a society where interpersonal relationships are established, where each person
realizes himself/herself through the other person. These relationships must be developed according
to the Spirit of Christ both between spouses and between masters and slaves.
In socio-political terms, Apostle Paul is neither a conservative nor a revolutionary. He calls
on Christians, both men and women, to be free in Christ in the bosom of the eschatological
community. This raises a very challenging question: do these values of the Kingdom of God, which
transform interpersonal relationships in the Church and affect the conscience and knowledge of
Christians, also affect the changes in society? It seems that Apostle Paul does not bring up this
question. He neither addresses the legal status of women nor the more sensitive issue–the status of
slaves.
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Vladimir Lossky believes that the vision of Apostle Paul for the Church has a personalist
nature:37 the Holy Spirit, who unites the baptized in one Body, is given “to each according to his
ability” (Matt. 25:15). Man, according to his ability of spiritual growth, which is different for
everyone, is called “to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Eph. 4:13). The
difference lies in the capabilities of the human being to attain “the full stature of Christ” and not
in their gender.
Analogously, the charisms, which form the structure of the Church and determine the
various ecclesiastical services, represent the gifts given to individuals, not to social or biological
categories. The reception of the spiritual gifts is absolutely foreign to the modern-day criteria of
distribution of titles and responsibilities like gender, nationality, or social status. Apostle Paul
never makes a difference between a female or male charism in his epistles. The idea of these
“female charisms,” which is so dear to some of the modern women’s rights defenders and the
practical implications of their analysis, can be considered a mystification. Nevertheless, their
interpretation of charisms is not based on Apostle Paul’s concept of charism.
In Apostle Paul’s view, there have been both men and women in the Church who had
received various personal charisms: prophecy, teaching, healing, guidance. He urges not to
“quench the Spirit,” but to examine everything and “to hold fast to what is good” (I Thess. 5:19,
21). At the same time, he instructs us that “To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the
common good.” (I Cor. 12:7). This calling for the common good and order is for every person who
receives the gifts, man or woman. Priscilla and her husband Aquila, who are greeted in the Epistle
to the Romans, are a typical example of such fellowship (Rom. 16:3).
The Acts of the Apostles and the epistles of St. Paul contain plenty of examples of women
involved in the work of the apostles. Apostle Paul described them as his fellow workers in Christ,
blessed by God to work together with him for the common good and the spreading of the Christian
teaching. They all worked hard to build the Christian communities. Acts 16 describes a woman
called Lydia of Macedonia, who was living in the city of Philippi when she met St. Paul and was
soon baptized becoming the first Christian woman in Europe (Acts 16: 14-15).
Saint Lydia, a successful merchant of purple dyes and fabrics, was a pious woman with an
open heart and certainly a very determined woman who insisted on giving hospitality to Apostle
Paul and his companions in Philippi. It is believed that the church in Philippi was built in honor of
37
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her home. Her hospitality and encounter with St. Paul were crucial for the establishment of the
church in Philippi.
Apostle Paul also mentions the deaconess Phoebe of the church at Cenchreae. He sent her
as his emissary to deliver, read and interpret his epistle to the Romans. In his letter, St. Paul
recommends the Roman Christians “to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of his people and
to give her any help she may need from [them], for she has been the benefactor of many people,
including [him].” (Rom.16:1-2). She was clearly a great authority in the first Christian community
because St. Paul also refers to her as prostatis (Greek: προστάτης), which indicates an influential
or leading position in a community. The term prostatis originally meant a lord-master, leader,
guardian or protector and was often used in a religious context but in later translation works it was
applied as an equivalent to the Roman concept of patron. 38 Other women mentioned in St. Paul’s
Epistle to the Romans, who have “worked hard in the Lord,” are Mary, Tryphaena, Tryphosa,
Persis, and Julia (Rom. 16:6, 12, 15). To this list of women who are “of the same mind in the Lord”
he adds Syntyche and Euodia (Phil. 4:2).

Conclusion
As a woman theologian who is active within the Macedonian Orthodox Church, I am
deeply convinced that restrictions imposed on women in society have no basis in the Bible. The
biblical verses concerning the question of women and their spiritual subordination to men must be
interpreted in the spirit of the social and cultural concept of their time, as well as in the light of the
great and fundamental principles clearly expressed in the Bible: first, it is important to always
affirm the truth that both man and woman are created equal in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27;
5:1-2) and second, that the ultimate goal of the life of every Christian (both man and woman)
should be in accordance with Christ (Rom. 8:29; II Cor. 3:18; 4:10-11; Gal. 4:19). However, for a
complete answer and analysis of the question of biblical equality, some biblical texts, such as: I
Cor. 11: 3-16; 14:34-35, Ephes. 5:21-33; I Tim. 2:11-15; 3:1-12; Titus 2:3-5, I Petr. 3:1-7, are
required to be analyzed and interpreted in the light of the teaching of the whole Bible.
If we are committed to being true believers of the Scripture teaching, we must be constantly
involved in improving the status of women in society in the defense and respect of their rights and
38
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be active in actions for recognition of their great contribution to the life, society, culture and the
church. The church should be the first one to advocate for equal values and equal rights between
women and men, by helping to overcome stereotypes and prejudices, and enabling everyone to
contribute, but also to reap the benefits of economic, social, and political development in the
society.
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